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IS  JESUS  EXPECTABLE? 


A  few  years  ago  two  men  were  talking  in  the  news- 
room of  The  New  York  Times,  discussing  the  most  star- 
tling news  item  imaginable.   Bill  Lawrence  said,  "The 
unleashing  of  atomic  power."  The  late  Myer  Berger  said, 
"No,  the  coming  again  of  Jesus  Christ." 

Ten  years  ago  a  book  was  published  that  touched 
off  prolonged  debate  and  heated  discussion  in  theolog- 
ical circles.   I  refer  to  Paul  M.  Van  Buren's,  The 
Secular  Meaning  of  the  Gospel.  Whatever  one  may  think 
of  the  author's  basic  thesis  in  that  work,  few  could 
argue  successfully  against  this  statement,  "One  way  to 
describe  the  crisis  of  Protestantism  in  our  time  is  to 
say  that  private  life  and  national  identity  have  com- 
bined to  displace  the  history  of  Jesus  and  Easter  as 
the  determining  ground  of  the  Christian  perspective. ,,J- 
To  put  the  point  plainly,  we  see  ourselves  in  terms  of 
family,  job  or  nation  and  seldom  in  terms  of  God's 
achievement  for  mankind  in  Jesus  Christ. 

To  believe  in  Jesus  is  to  find  oneself  inserted 
into  a  new  story.   Claims  of  family,  tribe,  and  nation 
are  seen  against  the  background  of  God's  loving  pur- 
pose for  his  whole  creation.   By  faith  we  become  heirs 
of  a  new  history  that  traces  back  to  Abraham  and  cul- 
minates in  Christ,  and  a  new  hope  that  gathers  up  and 
goes  beyond  the  noblest  hopes  of  men. 

To  believe  is  to  have  our  margins  widened,  our 
borders  enlarged,  our  past  reset  and  our  future  trained 
on  something  more  than  the  mere  Utopias  of  men. 

In  short,  a  Christian  is  a  spiritual  Israelite 
who  lives  between  the  first  and  second  comings  of 
Jesus  Christ!   It  is  the  return  of  Jesus  that  I  ask 
you  to  think  with  me  about  today. 


Is  Jesus  expectable?   That  question  forms  the  title 
of  this  message.   That  a  Christian  minister  could  use 
such  a  title  today  indicates  the  distance  that  exists 
between  the  earliest  Christians  and  churchmen  of  the 
present.   The  infant  congregations  of  the  New  Testament 
were  peopled  by  men  and  women  who  had  no  doubt  that 
Jesus  was  expectable.   The  return  of  Jesus  figured 
dominantly  in  their  outlook  on  life.   They  were  con- 
vinced that  neither  they  nor  the  world  had  seen  the 
last  of  Jesus. 

A  while  ago  a  friend  of  mine  who  is  a  distin- 
guished journalist  was  talking  with  a  minister  in  our 
city.   The  journalist  complained,  "I  don't  like  all 
that  talk  about  the  second  coming."   The  minister  re- 
plied softly,  "Too  bad  there's  so  much  of  it  in  the 
Bible." 

Think  back  to  the  time  of  the  Ascension.   Acts 
tells  us  that  the  faithful  who  were  staring  skyward 
heard  these  words:   "Men  of  Galilee,  why  do  you  stand 
looking  into  heaven?  This  Jesus,  who  was  taken  up 
from  you  into  heaven,  will  come  in  the  same  way  as 
you  saw  Him  go  into  heaven."   (Act  1:11)   Jesus  told 
His  disciples  plainly  that  they  were  to  "occupy" 
until  He  came. 

It  is  not  without  significance  that  the  last 
prayer  recorded  in  the  Bible,  to  be  found  in  the  last 
chapter  of  the  Book  of  Revelation  in  the  next  to  the 
last  verse,  reads  like  this,  "He  who  testifies  to 
these  things  says,  'Surely  I  am  coming  soon.'   Even 
so,  come,  Lord  Jesus."  (Rev.  22:20) 

The  classical  creeds  of  the  Christian  church  in- 
clude a  belief  in  the  coming  again  of  Jesus.   The 
Apostles'  Creed,  which  is  most  familiar  to  us,  goes 
in  part  like  this,  "He  ascended  into  heaven  and  sitteth 
on  the  right  hand  of  God  the  Father  Almighty,  from 
thence  He  shall  come  to  judge  the  quick  and  the  dead. " 
The  Nicean  Creed  includes  these  words:   "He  will  come 
again  in  glory  to  judge  the  living  and  the  dead  and 


-  2  - 


His  kingdom  will  never  end."  Does  it  embarrass  you 
that  such  statements  are  in  our  Christian  heritage? 

A  somewhat  disconsolate  elderly  person  said  in  my 
hearing  recently,  "I  have  already  been  where  I  am 
going."   Sometimes  one  catches  a  weary  world  saying 
much  the  same.   We've  already  been  where  we  are  going. 
But  the  Christian  church  must  make  bold  to  answer, 
"Not  so!   The  best  has  not  already  been,  the  best 
is  yet  to  be!"  This,  in  part,  is  what  we  mean  by  the 
second  coming  of  Jesus.   God's  kingdom  will  be  estab- 
lished in  the  world.   We  anticipate  a  new  heaven  and 
a  new  earth  wherein  dwelleth  righteousness.   To  live 
without  this  expectation  is  to  render  ourselves  dis- 
continuous with  Biblical  and  historical  Christianity. 


But  now  the  question,  "What  has  happened  to  this 
hope?"  For  one  thing,  the  hope  of  the  Lord's  return 
has  been  so  long  delayed  as  to  be  almost  forgotten. 
How  long  can  one  live  on  tip  toe  in  expectation  of 
that  which  does  not  happen? 

Paul  had  to  face  this  problem  in  one  of  his  young 
congregations.   David  Smith  in  his  book,  The  Days  of 
His  Flesh,  a  study  of  the  life  of  Christ,  remarks  about 
Paul's  concern  that  those  who  possessed  this  hope 
should  not  simply  dawdle,  idle,  speculate,  or  other- 
wise mark  time.   "Do  business  till  I  come  is  the  Lord's 
behest  in  view  of  the  uncertainty  of  His  Second  Advent. 
How  needful  it  was  appears  from  what  befell  at 
Thessalonica  ere  many  years  had  elapsed.   The  idea 
that  the  Day  of  the  Lord  was  at  hand  took  possession 
of  the  believers  there  and  wrought  grievous  mischief. 
The  excitement  was  intense;  the  church  was  in  confu- 
sion; the  business  of  life  was  at  a  standstill.  So 
serious  was  the  situation  that  St.  Paul  wrote  to  them 
and  sought  to  recall  them  to  sobriety.   'We  hear,'  he 
says,  'of  some  that  walk  among  you  disorderly,  that 
work  not  all  but  are  busybodies.   Now  them  that  are 
such  we  command  and  exhort  in  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ, 
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that  with  quietness  they  work  and  eat  their  own  bread. 

Even  for  those  first  Christians  there  was  some 
frustration  with  delay.   In  the  latter  letters  of  the 
New  Testament  there  is  much  counsel  about  settling 
down  and  being  faithful  and  steady  until  the  time 
comes.   It  may  be  that  those  Christians  of  the  earliest 
years  misread  or  misunderstood  what  their  Lord  had  said. 
Surely  we  know  that  clock  time  and  kingdom  time, 
chronos  and  kairos  are  not  to  be  confused.   The  hymn 
that  we  just  sang  together  puts  it  very  well: 

"Nor  for  us  to  find  the  reasons, 
Or  to  know  the  times  and  season, 
Comes  the  Lord  when  strikes  the  hour; 
Ours  to  bear  the  faithful  witness 
Which  can  shape  the  world  to  fitness, 
Thine,  0  God,  to  give  the  power. "3 


What  else  has  happened  to  this  hope?   It  has  fre- 
quently given  way  to  purely  secular  hopes.   As  man 
comes  to  believe  more  and  more  in  his  own  achievements 
he  tends  to  believe  less  and  less  in  the  coming  of  the 
kingdom  of  God.   In  fact,  in  some  of  his  wilder  mo- 
ments he  identifies  his  own  achievements  with  the 
presence  of  the  kingdom. 

Once  the  restrictiveness  of  the  Middle  Ages  was 
over  man  began  to  feel  in  a  new  way  his  enormous  power. 
The  Renaissance  soon  followed.   This  in  turn  was  fol- 
lowed by  the  Enlightenment.   A  yeasty  optimism  began  to 
possess  all  men,  even  those  within  the  church.   Eden 
would  soon  be  recaptured.   Man  would  effect  a  paradise 
on  his  own. 

Over  the  centuries  the  church  has  run  a  veritable 
Welcome  Wagon  —  rushing  to  greet  every  new  panacea 
that  shows  up  on  the  block!   Education  will  do  it. 
Soon  paradise!   Environmental  planning  and  engineering 
will  do  it.   Soon  paradise!   The  abolition  of  political 
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tyranny  will  do  it.   Soon  paradise!   Scientific  in- 
ventions will  do  it.   Soon  paradise!   At  present  it 
would  seem  that  our  latest  craze  is  for  the  gospel  of 
material  abundance.   If  only  everybody  in  the  world 
had  indoor  plumbing,  color  television,  and  birth-to- 
death  medicare  we  would  surely  be  on  the  very  brink 
of  paradise. 

We  have  ridden  uncritically  the  escalator  of  in- 
evitable progress.   We  have  been  shallow  in  our  under- 
standing of  the  stubborness  and  persistence  of  evil. 
We  have  drawn  some  rather  naive  parallels  between 
the  natural  order  and  the  evolution  that  we  thought  we 
saw  in  man.   It  remained  for  Winston  Churchill  in  1949, 
speaking  at  MIT,  to  put  us  somewhat  straight.  He  said, 
"This  vast  expansion  was  unhappily  not  accompanied  by 
any  noticeable  advance  in  the  stature  of  man,  either 
in  his  mental  faculties  or  his  moral  character.   His 
brain  got  no  better,  but  buzzed  the  more.   The  scale 
of  events  around  him  assumed  gigantic  proportions 
while  he  remained  about  the  same  size."^ 

I  think  Simone  Weil  may  have  put  her  finger  on  the 
central  point  in  a  way  that  many  of  us  have  not  had  the 
wisdom  or  courage  to  do.   She  writes  in  her  book, 
Gravity  and  Grace,  "It  is  not  religion  but  revolution 
that  is  the  opium  of  the  people.   We  must  turn  from 
the  future  and  rise  up  to  the  eternal."   The  author 
is  right  because  God  is  the  only  authentic  radical. 

Perhaps  the  genesis  of  the  word  "revolution"  tips 
off  its  weakness.   It  is  a  term  that  is  borrowed  from 
astronomy.   The  planets  make  their  revolutions,  but 
they  always  come  back  to  where  they  were.   So  with 
man.   His  revolutions  usually  take  him  back  to  the 
same  tyrannies  and  inequities  —  only  under  different 
dress.   What  we  ought  to  be  about  in  society  is  not 
revolution  which  tends  to  end  up  where  it  started, 
but  provolution,  a  moving  forward  under  the  insti- 
gation of  God's  Holy  Spirit. 

It  may  be  that  over  all  of  these  panaceas 
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and  Utopias  that  we  keep  straining  after  to  the  ne- 
glect of  God  who  alone  is  radical,  should  be  inscribed 
the  words  of  Jeremiah,  "Let  not  the  wise  man  glory  in 
his  wisdom,  let  not  the  mighty  man  glory  in  his  might, 
let  not  the  rich  man  glory  in  his  riches;  but  let  him 
who  glories  glory  in  this,  that  he  understands  and 
knows  me,  that  I  am  the  Lord  who  practice  steadfast 
love,  justice,  and  righteousness  in  the  earth;  for  in 
these  things  I  delight,  says  the  Lord."  (Jer.  9:23-24) 


What  has  happened  to  this  hope?   I  suggest  finally 
that  it  has  been  grievously  discredited  by  some  of  its 
more  zealous  but  misguided  advocates.   Somehow  when 
certain  Christian  groups  talk  about  the  second  coming, 
their  words  seem  always  to  be  accompanied  by  an  in- 
fantile rejection  of  history. 

I  have  in  my  files  a  copy  of  a  bumper  sticker 
which  I  understand  was  printed  in  Indiana.   It  reads: 
"If  Jesus  returns  today,  somebody  grab  my  steering 
wheel."  This  is  a  jaunty  attitude  that  so  personal- 
izes salvation  and  repudiates  history  as  to  render  it 
unworthy  of  the  name  Christian. 

A  fundamentalist  preacher  of  another  day  used  to 
sign  off  his  radio  program  by  saying,  "I'll  meet  you 
on  the  air  or  in  the  air."  You  may  recall  that  one  of 
the  skits  in  "Beyond  the  Fringe"  had  a  man  going  up  to 
a  mountain  top  at  night  with  his  disciples  to  wait 
for  the  coming  of  the  Lord.   He  counted  down  —  ten, 
nine,  eight,  seven,  etc.   Nothing  happened.   He  calmly 
slipped  his  watch  back  into  his  pocket  and  said, 
"Alright,  we'll  have  a  winner  one  of  these  days." 

Such  distortions  have  embarrassed  the  rest  of  us 
out  of  our  confidence  in  this  hope.   At  times  our  out- 
right secular  friends  have  more  of  a  sense  of  the 
worth  of  history  than  Christians  do.   Back  in  February 
of  this  year  a  convention  was  held  at  the  Commodore 
Hotel  for  Star  Trek  buffs.   (I  have  already  learned 
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more  about  Star  Trek  than  I  ever  wished  to  know,  being 
the  father  of  two  teenagers!)   There  has  been  wide- 
spread grief  up  and  down  the  land  ever  since  this 
television  show  was  discontinued.   Seven  thousand 
teenagers,  a  few  more  than  we  drew  at  Riverside  that 
weekend,  gathered  at  the  Commodore  to  talk  about  their 
common  affection.   The  prize  exhibit  was  a  25  foot 
model  of  the  bridge  of  the  star  ship  Enterprise.   It 
was  built  by  two  young  men  from  Poughkeepsie.   When 
asked  why  they  did  it,  they  said,  "Basically,  we  did 
it  because  it's  a  lot  of  fun.   But  it  is  also  a  way  of 
saying  there's  hope  for  the  world.   It's  the  23rd  Cen- 
tury and  the  world  has  survived." 

A  friend  said  recently  that  the  only  thing  hopeful 
on  the  10  o'clock  news  for  him  anymore  was  the  weather  re- 
port which  at  least  indicated  that  there  would  be  a  to- 
morrow! 

Authentic  Christian  hope  does  not  disparage  his- 
tory. Authentic  Christian  hope  can  also  build  its 
leprosaria,  its  hospitals,  its  orphanages.   It  can  be 
concerned  about  social  righteousness  and  the  building 
of  cathedrals  and  the  teaching  of  the  young  and  the 
planting  of  trees. 

Reinhold  Niebuhr  is  still  our  most  effective 
teacher  here.   Listen  to  these  two  short  sentences 
from  his  massive  work,  The  Nature  and  Destiny  of  Man: 
"Against  utopianism  the  Christian  faith  insists  that 
the  final  consummation  of  history  lies  beyond  the  con- 
ditions of  the  temporal  process.  (Which  is  to  say,  the 
kingdom  is  not  ours  to  bring  in.)   Against  other-world- 
liness  it  asserts  that  the  consummation  fulfills, 
rather  than  negates,  the  historical  process."" 

Many  Christians  that  I  have  run  into  across  the 
years  have  been  so  impressed  by  their  ultimate  hope 
in  Christ  that  they  have  been  virtually  useless  re- 
garding the  world's  penultimate  hopes.   It  matters 
to  God  whether  garbage  is  collected  as  regularly  in 
the  ghettoes  of  Memphis  as  in  the  suburbs.   It  matters 
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to  God  whether  an  election  for  a  community  school 
board  is  run  fairly  or  not.   It  matters  to  God  whether 
the  wheels  of  government  turn  justly  and  honestly.  For 
Christians  to  become  so  obsessed  by  their  ultimate 
hope  as  to  render  themselves  useless  in  these  penulti- 
mate concerns  is  to  discredit  faith  and  invite  the 
charge,  irrelevant!   But  the  fact  that  some  have  dis- 
credited this  hope  is  surely  no  warrent  for  us  to  drop 
it! 


Jesus  is  coming.   He  is  indeed  expectable.   Our 
safest  eloquence  on  the  subject  is  our  reticence,  for 
His  return  carries  us  beyond  the  poverty  of  human 
speech  and  imagination.   A  new  heaven  and  a  new  earth 

—  how  can  these  things  be?   I  guess  we'll  have  to 
wait  and  work  and  see. 

One  of  the  developments  in  our  national  government 
in  recent  years  has  been  what  one  columnist  has  called, 
"Solution  by  pronouncement."  A  prominent  spokesman  de- 
clares something  to  be  so,  and  it  is  assumed  to  be  so. 
We  are  told  by  pronouncement  that  we  arrived  at  an 
honorable  peace  in  Vietman.   We  are  told  on  another 
occasion  that  we  have  solved  the  crisis  in  crime.   On 
still  another  occasion  we  are  told  that  inflation  has 
been  met  and  licked.   But  it  isn't  necessarily  so  when 
someone  s ay s  it  is . 

But  what  Jesus  pronounces  on  is  so.   When  He  says 
"Blessed  are  the  meek  for  they  shall  inherit  the 
earth,"  He  is  not  theorizing  or  speculating.   He  has 
the  power  to  make  the  meek  of  the  earth  blessed.   When 
He  tells  us  that  the  kingdom  will  come,  that  His  will 
shall  be  done  on  earth  even  as  it  is  in  heaven,  he 
has  the  power  to  effect  what  he  declares. 

Most  of  us  are  distraught  at  present.   Convention- 
al securities  have  let  us  down.   Old  alliances  have 
fallen  apart.   There  have  been  radical  swings  and  shifts 
in  balances  of  power.   Institutions  that  we  thought  were 


fortresses  have  crumbled.   We  may  be  tempted  to  say, 
"All  hell  is  breaking  lose."   I  suggest  that  it  may 
be  just  as  proper  to  say,  "All  heaven  is  breaking  in." 
Who  knows  but  what  the  ordering  and  disordering  of 
our  earthly  hopes  may  be  effecting  the  more  perfect 
will  of  God? 

By  faith  we  are  inserted  into  a  new  story.   That 
story  moves  to  a  good  and  positive  end  —  which  is 
what  we  mean  when  we  say  we  believe  that  Jesus  will 
come  again. 

He  who  has  come  is  coming. 
The  night  will  not  be  long. 
"Even  so,  come,  Lord  Jesus." 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


\ken.ct^ul  God,    hOK-Q-VOd  U6   OUH.  loi>£>  ofa 
hope,  and  expectation. 

Help  ll6  to  Live  moKe  convincingly  between 
the  already  and  the  not  yet. 

And  hapten  ^on.  uM  and  fan.  alt  men 
the  day  when  evefty  valley  hhall  be 
exalted,   and  eveny  mountain  and  htll 
be  made  low  -  when  the  crooked  bhall 
be  made  htxaight  and  the  no  ugh 
place*  plain  -- 

And  we  &hall  live  In  peace  with 
one  another  and  with  Thee, 

Through  lei>ui>  Ch/uJ>t  oun,  lon.d. 

Amen 
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